
vote as if they were residents of a state.
The Voting Rights Amendment passed
both the House and Senate, but only 16 of
the necessary 38 state legislatures had
approved the amendment by 1985, when
the ratification period expired.

While many Congress members support
a vote in the House for Washington resi-
dents, statehood is less popular because it
would mean adding two senators from one
city in an upper chamber that has only 100
members for the entire nation. And
although the population of D.C. is greater
than the state of Wyoming, the District
lacks characteristics normally associated
with states such as diverse geography with
both urban and rural areas. Yet, these defi-
nitions of what constitutes a state are not
written in the Constitution.

“For 200 years, the majority of those who
know about the situation simply accept it as
an uncomfortable contradiction,” D.C. his-
torian Mark David Richards explains. “On
principle there is agreement that one person
equals one vote, but the debate in Congress
has been over the solution. Something lead-
ers are willing to go out on a limb to sup-
port? That’s another story.”

The D.C. Voting Rights Act, supported
by the League of Women Voters as anoth-
er incremental solution, would give a full
vote to D.C.’s Democratic delegate to the
House, while adding another House seat
for a Republican-leaning Utah. The bill
passed the House in 2007 but failed by a
narrow margin in the Senate. Opponents
of the measure, such as Senate Minority
Leader Mitch McConnell, a Republican,
argue that it is constitutionally unsound.
“If we want to give the residents represen-
tation, then we should begin the amend-
ment process,” he says. Of the presidential
candidates, Democratic Senators Barack
Obama and Hillary Rodham Clinton voted
in favor of the bill, while Senator John
McCain, a Republican, voted against it. 

Kevin Kiger, communications director
for DCVote, an education and advocacy
organization dedicated to securing full
voting rights for the District, says, “In an
ideal world, the most secure solution that
is also likely to gain support is an amend-
ment much like the one that provided
D.C. with the vote for President. An
Equal Constitutional Rights Amendment
would require that D.C. residents be treat-
ed as equal to those who live in states.
And frankly, examining how other
nations handled this kind of inconsistency
between principles sets a good precedent
for the U.S. to follow.” 

Maybe India’s solution will provide a
model.

Jane Varner Malhotra writes from Washing-
ton, D.C., where she and her Indian American
husband have lived off and on for two decades.
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The League of Women Voters 

Established in 1920 by suffragists to help inform newly enfranchised women, the League is
a national grassroots organization that has become a cornerstone of the American demo-
cratic system. A non-partisan organization open to women and men, the League helps to

clarify public policy issues and encourages citizens to be informed and involved in government
at all levels. While the League does not support or oppose candidates for public office, it is
wholeheartedly political, working to influence local and national policies through information
and advocacy. 

The months leading up to the presidential elections command thousands of volunteer hours
from League members around the country as they conduct candidate debates, create voter
guides and help register new voters.

For more information:

League of Women Voters

http://www.lwv.org/ 

Voter Guide for the 2008 elections

http://www.dnet.org/

Washington, D.C. home rule organization

http://www.dcvote.org/

admitted to practice law before the U.S.
Supreme Court.

After more than seven decades with no
prominent women candidates, Maine Re-
publican Margaret Chase Smith became the
first woman to seek a major party’s presi-
dential nomination, in 1964. Smith, who
was elected to the Senate in 1948 and
served 32 years in Congress, finished a far
second to the eventual nominee, Arizona
Senator Barry Goldwater, in the balloting at
the 1964 Republican National Convention.

On the 100th anniversary of Woodhull’s
historic bid, Shirley Chisholm’s run for the
1972 Democratic nomination marked
another first in U.S. politics. The seven-
term New York Congresswoman captured
five percent of the total 3,016 delegate
votes at the party convention, breaking all
records for a woman candidate of any
party. 

Clinton has now come further than any
woman candidate in history, winning more
than 1,400 delegates so far. Her main oppo-

nent, Obama, has won more than 1,500 del-
egates, outdoing any previous African
American candidate. A candidate has to win
at least 2,025 delegates to become the
Democratic presidential nominee.

The woman who has come closest to
the U.S. presidency is one who has never
been a candidate for the post: Nancy
Pelosi, the Speaker of the House of
Representatives since 2007. Although she
was elected only by the residents of her
congressional district in California, she is
second in line to the presidency after Vice
President Dick Cheney. The Presidential
Succession Act of 1947 specifies who
would take control of the government if
the President and Vice President were
unable to perform their offices. However,
the law has never been used. Only men
elected President or their Vice Presidents
have ever occupied the Oval Office. 

Two African Americans—Colin Powell
and Condoleezza Rice—have been fourth in
line for the presidency because of their posi-

tions as Secretary of State for President
George W. Bush.

Several women have sought, or won,
their party’s nomination to become Vice
President of the United States. In 1972, for-
mer Texas state legislator Frances (Sissy)
Farenthold finished second in balloting for
Vice President during the Democratic
National Convention. 

A “Black power” activist and professor
at the University of California in Los
Angeles, Angela Davis, ran for Vice
President on the Communist Party ticket in
1980 and 1984. 

Another first was achieved by third-term
Congresswoman Geraldine A. Ferraro,
who became the first woman to run for
Vice President on a major party’s ticket
when she was chosen by Democratic nom-
inee Walter F. Mondale as his running
mate in 1984. They were defeated by
Republican President Ronald Reagan and
Vice President George H.W. Bush.

Among the most notable African

E
lection year 2008 brings the
first real chance of electing a
woman or an African American
to the Oval Office—a prospect
of change in the uninterrupted

pattern of white male U.S. presidents
since George Washington took the oath
of office more than two centuries ago.

But while the battle for the Democratic
Party’s presidential nomination between
New York Senator Hillary Rodham
Clinton and Illinois Senator Barack
Obama offers voters a novel choice, there
were others before them. 

Nearly five decades before American
women even got the right to vote in 1920,
stockbroker and publisher Victoria C.
Woodhull became the first woman candi-
date for President, running on the Equal
Rights Party ticket in 1872. The only other
woman to run for President in the 19th
century was Belva Ann Lockwood of the
National Equal Rights Party in 1884.
Incidentally, she was also the first woman
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Women and African Americans who ran for America’s top job.

1964
MMaarrggaarreett  CChhaassee SSmmiitthh,
first woman to seek a
major party’s nomina-
tion for President. 

1872
VViiccttoorriiaa  CC..  WWooooddhhuullll,
the first woman to run
for U.S. President, even
before women had the
right to vote. 

2008
HHiillllaarryy  CClliinnttoonn,
former First Lady,
seeking the
Democratic Party
nomination.
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2000 
EElliizzaabbeetthh  DDoollee
ran for the Republican
Party nomination.

1984
GGeerraallddiinnee  FFeerrrraarroo, 
first woman to be
nominated for Vice
President by a 
major party. 

1968
CChhaarrlleennee  MMiittcchheellll, 
first African American
woman to run for
President, on a
Communist Party ticket.

1972
SShhiirrlleeyy  CChhiisshhoollmm, 
first African American
woman to seek a major
party’s nomination for
President. 

Women Candidates for President and Vice President
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2004
CCaarrooll  MMoosseelleeyy  BBrraauunn,
first African American
Senator, ran for the
Democratic Party 
nomination. 

Before Clinton and Obama By RICHA VARMA



American candidates who have run for
U.S. President is civil rights activist
Jesse Jackson. He campaigned for the
Democratic nomination twice, in 1984
and 1988. While Jackson gained 21 per-
cent of the popular vote during the party
primaries and caucuses, he won only
eight percent of the delegates in his first
run. In the second campaign, however,
he more than doubled his previous tally
and made a surprising second-place fin-
ish to Massachusetts Governor Michael
Dukakis at the party convention. 

Having served as an assistant secretary
of state in Reagan’s administration, Alan
Keyes, an African American, campaigned
for the Republican Party nomination in
1996, 2000 and again in this election. He
dropped out early this year after winning
no delegates in several primaries.

Another civil rights activist, Al
Sharpton, ran a colorful but unsuccess-
ful campaign seeking the Democratic
Party presidential nomination in 2004. 

Now, Obama’s campaign has made
history. He has won a majority of dele-
gates in more than 30 state primaries and
caucuses, and by May had more dele-
gates than any other candidate for the
Democratic Party’s nomination. His land-
slide victories in many states show that
white as well as black Americans voted
for him in large numbers. As the son of a
white American woman from Kansas and
a black father from Kenya, he has brought
a unique perspective to this election.

No matter whether Clinton or Obama
wins the Democratic Party nomination,
and no matter whether either wins the
presidency in the upcoming election
against Republican Party nominee John
McCain, their candidacies have already
broken barriers and changed perceptions
about what is possible in American 
politics.

For more information:

Obama’s cross-racial appeal

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2008/ 01/11/AR2008011101414_pf.html 

Campaign to elect a woman President

http://www.americanwomenpresidents.org/
the_campaign.htm
Elections 2008
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/
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Gillespie says, by providing a legitimate outlet for
those unhappy with the status quo. They give
“dissidents a chance to air their grievances with-
in the confines of the electoral process,” he
explains. “And that, then, probably reduces the
prospect of more violent or more aggressive kinds
of approaches to political action in this country.”

So why do third parties spend time and money
on a presidential candidate they know will lose?

They aren’t launching candidates as much as
they are launching issues. They want to get the
attention of voters on topics such as climate
change, nuclear proliferation and poverty. They
also may hope to change the views of one of the
leading presidential candidates. 

In the 2008 presidential election, Americans
will see candidates from a number of parties on
the ballot. These include the Constitution Party,
the Green Party and the Libertarian Party, most of
which will select their candidates this summer. 

A notable independent in the race this year is
Ralph Nader, a consumer advocate whose most
remarkable run for the presidency was in 2000
when, as the Green Party candidate, he received
2.7 percent of the extremely close national vote in
the race that also included George W. Bush and
then Vice President Al Gore.

Many Democrats believe that Nader’s bid cost
Gore the election. Just 537 votes separated Bush
and Gore in Florida. Nader received 97,488 votes
in that state, and exit polls indicated that his vot-
ers would have favored Gore over Bush had Nader
not been in the race. 

Part of the American psyche is a penchant for
bucking the trend or favoring the outsider or
underdog, so public interest in third party and
independent candidates persists.

It’s also exciting to consider that in a close
presidential contest, outsiders can take away
enough votes from a major-party candidate so
that he or she loses the presidency. 

This has happened several times in U.S. history.
In 1912, former President Theodore Roosevelt’s
third-party candidacy (he ran representing the Bull
Moose Party) took more than 27 percent and split
the Republican vote, allowing a Democrat, Woodrow
Wilson, to win the presidency. George Wallace in
1968 and Ross Perot in 1992 took significant per-
centages of voters from both major parties. 

Each state sets its own rules for how inde-
pendents can get their names on the November
presidential ballots. To meet the filing deadlines
for all 50 states, most independents interested in
entering the race declare their candidacy by mid-
March.

In the 2000 and 2004 elections, candidates of
12 third parties appeared on some or all state bal-

lots. Some, like the prohibition parties (primarily
against the sale of alcohol) and various socialist
groups, garnered only enough voter support sig-
natures to qualify for the ballot in a few states. 

Others, however, were on the ballot in more
than half of the 50 states in 2004: the Green
Party, an environmentally concerned group (28
states); the Constitution Party, a Christian funda-
mentalist group (38); the Libertarian Party, a fis-
cally conservative and socially liberal group
(49); and the Reform Party, a liberal reform group
(at least 37).

The most significant obstacle these candidates
face is the fear among voters about “wasting”
their vote if they cast ballots for these long-shots.
Studies have shown that even when Americans

like an outsider best, they will vote for their sec-
ond choice from a major party.

In addition, third parties rarely have the large
statewide organizations of the major parties; they
have less expertise in running campaigns; they
are less likely to be invited to televised debates,
and they get less media coverage. Since they are
not in power and are less well known, they find it
harder to raise money and, because extraordinar-
ily large sums are needed to compete in U.S.
nationwide races, they end up having to spend
more time fundraising than campaigning. 

Based on material from the Bureau of
International Information Programs, U.S.
Department of State.

1996, 2000
& 2008
AAllaann  KKeeyyeess    

Has a Communist ever run for the U.S. presiden-
cy? How about an independent, with no party
affiliation?

The answer to both questions is: yes, during many
elections over the past century. But few have been
heard of and fewer are remembered. None had an actu-
al chance to win, given the costs and time needed to
run a national campaign, the difficulties of getting on
the ballot and the way the U.S. electoral system has
developed over the years to favor candidates from one
of the major parties: Republican or Democratic.

For more than 150 years, every U.S. President has
belonged to one of these two parties, though it was not
always so. America’s first two Presidents, and four
other early ones, belonged to parties that no longer
exist. And the Democrats and Republicans were once a
single party.

Now there are more than 30 other political parties,
known as third parties. Though their candidates have
very little chance of making it to the White House, they
are sometimes called “spoilers” because they can
divert key votes from the major parties’ candidates dur-
ing elections.

J. David Gillespie, retired professor of political
science at Presbyterian College in South Carolina,
and author of Politics at the Periphery: Third Parties in
Two-Party America, notes that third parties play sev-
eral important roles—from educating voters on spe-
cific issues to affecting real change in government
policy. 

Third parties actually strengthen the government,

Top: Former President Theodore Roosevelt, shown in 1904, campaigned as a third party
candidate in the 1912 elections. 
Above: Reform Party presidential candidate Ross Perot during his 1996 campaign.
Above right: Independent presidential candidate Ralph Nader (right) announces his selection
of Matt Gonzalez, a former member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors (left), as his
running mate at a news conference in Washington, D.C. in February 2008.

Third
Parties
and Independen ts
in U.S. Elections

African
American
Candidates
for President
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1984 & 1988
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Spoilers?

By LAURINDA KEYS LONG and
DEEPANJALI KAKATI

2004
AAll  SShhaarrppttoonn    
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